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B. S. Baviskar 
INDIAN SUGAR: POWER TO THE PEASANTS 

I. Introduction 

In this paper I propose to place the Indian sugar econorny in the global 
context and to highlight its distinguishing features. I would also like to dis­
cuss the changes which took place during the post-war period analysing 
their irnplications and consequences. At the end I have atternpted sorne 
general observations about the future developments in the Indian sugar 
economy. 

During the last many years scholarly studies of sugar economy have 
tended to concentrate on the international dimensions of the commodity.l 
They have dealt with such problems as the expansion of the sugar in du­
stry in the Third World du ring the colonial period, the international lorces 
affecting the relationship between the importing and exporting countries, 
and the impact of recent failures in arriving at international agreements re­
garding trading of this commodity. Not many studies have paid careful at­
tention to the conditions under which sugarcane is grown. Leaving aside 
beet sugar for the time being, sugarcane is grown in different parts of the 
world by millions of farmers under varied conditions. The price of the raw 
material, i.e. sugarcane, constitutes a major item in the cost of production 
for the final product, i.e., sugar. However, not many studies have paid at­
tention to he plight of sugarcane growers, their problems and their at­
tempts to survive in the changing situation. This paper will, therefore, pay 
some attention to the role 01 cane growers in the India sugar economy. 

Some scholars have also tended to concentrate rather exclusively on 
the international dimensions of the commodity. However, considering the 
facts that sugar is produced in many countries for the main purpose of do­
mestic consumption, and the recent tendency to acquire self-sufficiency in 
this regard, one should pay greater attention to such cases among which 
India is an important one. Although India is the largest producer of sugar­
cane and sugar in the world, serious scholarly study of its sugar economy 
has been neglected largely because the country has not figured promi­
nently in the international transactions of this commodity. 

Unlike many other countries sugarcane and sugar are not recent entities 
for In dia. They have existed for thousands of years. Indians like to believe 
that their country was the original horne of sugarcane from where it spread 
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to other countries and continents. However, traditionally Indians made su­
gar in raw lorm called gur using smallscale open pan artisan technology. 
The lirst vacuum pan sugar lactory was set up in India in 1903. By 1930 
there were only 30 such lactories mostly 01 a very limited daily crushing 
capacity, only a lew hundred tonnes each. The total annual production 
was only 100,000 tonnes.2 The country imported white sugar on a large 
scale: annually around one million tonnes Irom Java, Indonesia. On the 
persistent demand Irom Indian mill owners, the government 01 India pas­
sed Indian Sugar Industry (protection) Act 1932 imposing protective tariffs 
against imported sugar. This step encouraged rapid expansion 01 the indu­
stry. By 1939-40, there were 142 lactories producing around one million 
tonnes 01 sugar per annum.3 

A tremendous growth has taken place in the industry since Inde­
pendence in 1947. Around that time there were less than 150 lactories 
producing about a million tonnes 01 sugar. During the last 40 years the 
number 01 lactories and the average size 01 lactories have increased tre­
mendously. Sugar production has gone up almost 10 times: it was 10.6 
million tonnes in 1989-90. India is now the largest producer 01 sugarcane 
in terms 01 area and quantity. Anhough India does not ligure prominently in 
the international market, this does not make the Indian case less signili­
cant. 

11. Major Characteristics 

Sugar in India is produced mainly Irom sugarcane. Except in a lew pok­
kets in the sub-tropical region, there is hardly any beet grown in the coun­
try. As stated earlier, India is the largest producer 01 sugarcane which is 
grown in 3.3 million hectares 01 land annually producing 197 million tonnes 
01 sugarcane.4 The average yield 01 cane per hectare is around 60 tonnes. 
However, all the sugarcane is not converted into white sugar. In 1987-88 
only about 48 per cent 01 cane was used lor producing sugar in vacuum 
pan lactories. Around 40 per cent 01 the crop was used lor manulacturing 
gur and khandsari using open pan technology. The rest was used lor 
seeds, chewing and other purposes.5 The proportion 01 cane used by va­
cuum pan lactories and open pan lactories varies Irom year to year depen­
ding upon the availability of cane and the relative prices lor the different 
products. In some years as much as 60 per cent 01 cane is utilised by gur 
and khandsari manulacturers, while the vacuum pan lactories get less 
than 40 per cent. 

In terms 01 organisation, there are three types 01 management structu­
res 01 vacuum pan lactories. In 1987-88 there were 386 sugar lactories in 
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the country, 211 01 these were in the cooperative sector, while 119 were in 
the private sector (often joint stock companies) and'the remaining 56 were 
in the public sector or state-owned. As lor the installed capacity, in 1987-
88 private lactories had 2.54 million tonnes, public sector had 0.9 million 
to~nes and the cooperative sector had 4.7 million tonnes.6 In the same ye­
ar out 01 the total 01 357 sugar lactories which were in operation, 196 co­
operative lactories produced 5.27 million tonnes 01 sugar out 01 a total pro­
duction 01 9.11 million tonnes, thus contributing 57.8 per cent; to the total 
production 01 white sugar in the country? In 1988-89 over 2 million cane 
growers were members 01 sugar cooperatives.8 These figures indicate the d0-
minant position enjoyed by the cooperative sector in India's sugar economy. 

Another peculiarity 01 Indian sugar is its marginal role in the international 
market. India is both importer and exporter 01 sugar depending upon the 
size 01 its domestic production and the price in the international market. 
There can be a wide Iluctuation in this respect. For instance, India did not 
import any sugar in 1982-83 but it imported a huge quantity 01 1.8 million 
tonnes in 1985.9 This was because 01 the lailure 01 the domestic sugarca­
ne crop du ring the later year. During the last 37 years Irom 1950·51 to 
1986-87, India imported sugar during six years and exported it du ring 26 
years. It both imported and exported the commodi% during lour years and 
lor one year there was neither import nor export.' What is signilicant to 
note is that India's exports are a negligible part 01 its total production 01 the 
commodity; and similarly its imports are a negligible part 01 the total con­
sumption 01 the commodity. This situation has contributed to the paradox 
under which, although the largest producer 01 the commodity, India does 
not make any impact in the outside world with regard to sugar. 

According to one estimation there are 25 million sugarcane growers in 
the country. More than 50 per cent 01 these growers have less than one 
hectare land under sugarcane. In the tropical region, on an average, 5,000 
growers sUPP~ cane to a sugar lactory with a daily crushing capacity 01 
2,000 tonnes. ' The number 01 growers would be larger in the sUb-tropical 
region. 

Why are there no sugarcane plantations in India? The question was 
examined by a government committee in 1920.'2 The committee noted 
that unlike in the other colonies where virgin land was available lor pIanta­
tion, in India no such land was available in adequate quantity since lands 
were already being utilised by millions 01 peasants. Given the attachment 
01 the Indian peasant to his land, it was not considered advisable to take 
over land lor sugarcane plantation. Therelore, barring a lew exceptions 
there are no plantations in India and sugarcane is grown on small plots 01 
land by millions 01 peasants. This nature 01 sugarcane growing creates 
problems lor the sugar lactories, which will be discussed later. 
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As already mentioned, the manulacturers 01 artisan sweetners such as 
gur and khandsari using open pan technology dominate the scene. Accor­
ding to one estimate, there are 8,000 Khandsari manutacturers in the 
country.13 They and gur producers utilise 40 to 60 per cent 01 the cane 
grown during the year. While the vacuum pan lactories producing white 
sugar are under many controls and regulations 01 the govemment, those 
manulacturing gur and khandsari are almost Iree Irom such regulations. 
Such a Ireedom to the producers 01 one kind 01 sweetening agent utilizing 
the same crop contributes to the large scale instability in the market. 

In contrast to gur and khandsari, white sugar produced by vacuum pan 
lactories is one 01 the most regulated commodities. Almost every aspect 
connected with sugar is regulated by the government. The government 
has production targets laid down in its Five Year Plans. The government 
determines the licensing policy. No new lactory can be set up or capacity 
01 the old one expanded without a license Irom the central goverment. The 
minimum price 01 cane to be paid to the cane grower is also lixed by the 
government. For example, in 1989-90 sugar year (October to September) 
the govemment announced a statutory minimum price (SMP) 01 As. 20 per 
quintal 01 cane lor basic recovery 01 8.5 per cent with proportional premi­
um lor higher recoveries.14 Moreover, there is, what is called state advi­
sed price (SAP) wh ich is always higher than the SMP. The lactories are 
obliged to pay the growers as per the prices announced by the govern­
ment. 

The sale 01 sugar is again tightly regulated, under what is called partial 
control. Under this scheme all lactories have to give 45 per cent 01 their 
production as levy to the government which is then distributed to the public 
through Fair Price Shops. Since January 1989, the retail price 01 one kg 01 
sugar remains As. 5.25 in these shops.15 For the levy sugar the lactories 
are paid a price which will cover their cost 01 production and a nominal 
profit. Since the sugar recoveries, plant efficiencies and cost 01 production 
vary Irom region to region the government pays different prices lor the sa­
me quality 01 sugar supplied by lactories in different regions. The relatively 
efficient lactories in the west and south the have regularly complained 
against this unlair policy. The remaining 55 per cent 01 the production cal­
led Iree sale quota, can be sold by the lactories in the open market as per 
the quantities allowed by the central government on monthly and someti­
mes weekly basis. Needless to say that the price 01 sugar sold in the open 
market is higher (sometimes almost double) than the one sold as the levy 
sugar. In May 1990 sugar was sold at As. 9/- per kg. in the open market. 
The export 01 the commodity is entirely under the government's control. 
The government decides what quantities would be exported to which 
countries, and what quantities would be imported and Irom where. 
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The wages 01 the lactory workers who number about 350,000 are again 
determined by the government as per the recommendations 01 the Sugar 
Wage Boards periodically set up lor this purpose. The government also 
determines the disposal 01 by-products such as molasses. The govern­
ment also provides linances to the industry. In the case 01 cooperative su­
gar lactories, it contributes a substantial proportion (over 30 per cent) 01 
their share capital. For the purchase 01 plant and machinery, the major li­
nancial institutions 01 the government provide lunds both to the private and 
the cooperative sectors. 

There is no doubt that the government plays a very important role in all 
aspects 01 the sugar economy. What is signilicant to note is that the go­
vernmental role is not only accepted but is considered as legitimate. In 
lact, whenever anything goes wrong with regard to sugar, it is the govern­
ment which is assigned the major blame. In determining its sugar policy, 
the government has to perform a delicate balancing act 01 reconcilling the 
somewhat conflicting interests 01 sugarcane growers, lactory owners, lac­
tory workers, and the consumers. All the lour interest groups have their 
own political clout. The sugarcane growers constitute the most important 
interest group. Since they are in large numbers and scattered all over the 
country, they constitute a signilicant rural vote bank. No political party can 
afford to be indifferent to their claims. Similarly, tt)e consumers, particularly 
those in the urban areas, are a vocallot and the government is hyper-sen­
sitive to their reaction to any rise in sugar prices particularly on the eve 01 
elections. The mill owners in the private sector exercise their inlluence 
through contributions to the election lunds 01 the political parties and keep 
regular relationship with those in power. The leaders in the cooperative 
sector are themselves important actors in the politics 01 their areas. The 
lactory workers are not so large in number to constitute a political lorce. 
However, they are unionized and are able to extract signilicant conces­
sions through their organizations which have links with the political parties. 
The workers are paid annually a wage bill 01 As. 4,250 million. 

The government also derives several benelits Irom the industry. Annual­
Iy it collects excise duty 01 over As. 4,400 million Irom the lactories. The 
State Governments collect As. 1,500 million as purchase tax on cane. Ac­
cording the one estimation, the sugar industry in the country contributes 
more than As. 30,000 million to the nation's economy. The cane growers 
themselves are paid annually more than As. 25,000 million as price lor 
their crop.16 

It is signilicant to note that there is no loreign capital involved in India's 
sugar economy. Ouring the British rule there were a lew sugar lactories 
owned by loreign entrepreneurs. However, they were taken over by the In· 
dian business houses by the time independence was announced. India's 
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sugar industry is cent-percent indigenous in this respect. The technology is al­
so by and large indigenous. Until the liftjes the country used to import sugar 
machinery lor setting up new sugar lactones. During the last three decades, 
India has acquired the capacity to produce such machinery locally. What is 
more, Indian manufactures have successlully competed with loreign compa­
nies lor setting up sugar plants on tum-key basis in other countries. 

111. Changes In the post-war period 

Since India achieved independence in 1947, the post-war period by and 
large coincides with the period 01 independent India. One major change 
which has taken place during this period is the large scale expansion in 
the area growing sugarcane. This has also resulted in the tremendous in­
crease in the production 01 sugar which has al ready been noted earlier. 
There has been similar increase in the production 01 gur and khandsari. 
The increase is almost 10 lold during the last lour decades. There is also 
some evidence that the productivity is increasing. The per hectare produc­
tion 01 sugarcane has been rising at least in some areas. For the country 
as a whole the average yield per hectare has gone up Irom 38.5 tonnes in 
1951-52 to 60 tonnes in 1987-88.17 

During this period, there have been other major changes in the industry. 
The centre of industry has now shifted lor the sUb-tropicai north and east 
to the tropical west and south. In 1988-89, 211 out 01 386 sugar lactories 
were located in the tropical region 01 west and south.18 In 1987-88 the lao­
tories in the tropical region had an installed capacity 01 5.4 million tonnes. 
The sUb-tropical region had only 2.7 million tonnes, almost half.19 Initially, 
when the sugar lactories were set up they were located in parts 01 Uttar 
Pradesh and Bihar in the north and east. These were sub-tropical regions 
where not much irrigation was required to raise the crop. With the setting 
up 01 a number 01 irrigation canal systems in the west and south, sugarca­
ne began to be cultivated there. It was soon lound that the soil and climate 
were more lavourable to raise this crop in these regions. Relatively the 
average yield was higher, that is to say, the per acre or per hectare output 
01 cane was much higher in these areas. What is even more important is 
that the cane grown in the new areas has higher sucrose content, with the 
result that the percentage 01 sugar recovery is much higher. Roughly 
speaking, il the average yield per hectare in the north is around 40 to 60 
tonnes, it is 80 to 100 tonnes in the west and south. While the average re­
covery is round 9 per cent in the north, it is almost around 11 per cent in 
the west and south.2O This has changed the character 01 the industry in 
more ways than one which will be discussed later. 
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The most significant change is in the lield 01 ownership and control 01 
the industry. At the time 01 Independence almost 0611 the sugar lactories 
were owned by national and regional capitalists. There were a handlul 01 
lactories owned and managed by the state. In 1950-51, the lirst cooperati­
ve sugar lactory was set up in Ahmadnagar district in Maharashtra, we­
stern India. FOllowing the success 01 this venture, the Government 01 India 
decided to give prelerence to cooperatives in issuing new licenses lor set­
ting up lactories, As mentioned eariier, the cooperatives now occupy a do­
minant position in the industry having 211 out 01 386 lactories with 4.7 mil­
lion tonnes installed capacity out 01 the total 8.1 million tonnes installed ca­
pacity in 1987-88. The cooperatives now have 60 per cent share in the in­
stalled capacity and also in the annual sugar production, Thus the geogra­
phical shift 01 the industry has coincided with the structural change in its 
control and management. The private lactories are more or less concen­
trated in the north and east while the west and south are dominated by the 
cooperative sector . 

In contrast to private lactories the cooperatives are owned by the sugar­
cane growers and therelore, controlled by them. This eliminates the con­
flict between the cane growers and the lactory owners. In the case 01 pri­
vate lactories, there is an exploitation 01 cane growers by the mill owners 
in various lorms. The private mills try to pay thE! lowest price, cheat gro­
wers in weighing their cane, delay the payment lor the cane supplied, and 
on times refuse to accept the cane thus leaving the growers at a great 
loss. All these problems are eliminated in cooperatives since they are 
owned and controlled by the cane growers. In lact, the cooperatives aim at 
paying the highest price, and providing maximum possible lacilities to the 
growers. Initially there were doubts about the ability 01 the cane growers to 
manage these lactories etliciently. Over aperiod 01 time these have pro­
ved to be unlounded. The cooperative lactories have proved to be as etli­
cient as the private ones. In lact, in some cases, they have proved to be 
more etlicient. The leaders 01 sugarcane growers have acquired the ne­
cessary knowledge and skills through their experience 01 working with co­
operatives which has enabled them to improve the working of these enter­
prises.21 

The sugar cooperatives have not only lullilled the basic objective of hel­
ping the cane growers by giving them higher prices and other lacilities, 
they have also undertaken a wide variety 01 wellare activities lor the peo­
pie in their areas. They have set up schools, colleges, and hostels lor the 
local children not only 01 sugarcane growers but also 01 others. Some 01 
them have set up highly technical engineering and medical institutions, 
They have also engaged in other activities such as construction and main­
tenance 01 village roads, running health and cultural centres, and providing 

31 



agricultural extension to the larmers. In short, a cooperative sugar lactory 
in course 01 time becomes a centre 01 growth around which several other 
productive, educational and weHare activities are organised. The experien­
ce 01 working with a sugar cooperatives has, in many areas, encouraged 
the local leaders to undertake other agricultural processing industries such 
as cotton cooperatives and dairy cooperatives. 

The most signfficant development associated with sugar cooperatives in 
Maharashtra and Gujarat and other states in the west and south is the 
emergence 01 new leadership around these enterprises. These leaders are 
very conlident and competent in whatever they undertake. Because 01 
their achievements in sugar cooperatives and other enterprises they have 
acquired tremendous political power, with the result that in many areas 10-
cal politics is conterminous with cooperative politics. With their political 
clout the cooperative leaders are able to acquire many concessions Irom 
the government to protect and lurther develop the cooperative enterprises 
including sugar lactories under their controi. 

Cooperatives in various parts 01 the world including most parts 01 India 
are not known lor success. In lact there are more lailures than successes 
in this lield. The sugar cooperatives in Maharashtra and other neighbou­
ring states are one 01 the lew examples 01 a vigorous and successlul co­
operative movement. How to explain this success and whether this experi­
ment is replicable elsewher and under what conditions? 

The main lactor contributing to the success is the ability 01 cooperatives 
to solve the most difficult problem 01 cane supply to the lactories. Sugarca­
ne Is a perishable commodity and it has to be crushed soon after it is har­
vested. It is therelore, essential that there is a steady supply 01 cane to the 
lactory throughout the crushing season. A shortage 01 cane will keep the 
plant and machinery idle and thus increase the average overhead costs. 
An excess supply 01 cane will mean cane Iying in the premises 01 the lac­
tory, leading to a lall in the recovery due to staleness and driage. II the ca­
ne is not crushed within twenty-Iour hours, there is a process 01 deteriora­
tion (inversion) which reduces the recovery 01 sugar. The sugar lactories in 
the north have not succeeded in solving this problem, because 01 the con­
flict 01 interests between the mill owners and sugarcane growers. The su­
gar lactories in the west have introduced a centralised harvesting and 
trans~rt system with the result that the lactory is able to plan its crushing 
campalgn lor the season and ensure that there is regular and steady supp­
Iy 01 cane throughout the day during the season. The members 01 the co­
operatives are not involved in harvesting and transport 01 cane. These 
operations are planned and carried out entirely by the agricultural depart­
ments 01 the lactories. 
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The cooperatives have enabled the small and big growers to identily 
their common interest and come together lor mutUliI benelits. Sugarcane 
in Maharashtra like elsewhere in many other parts 01 the country is grown 
on small plots by a large number 01 small larmers growing cane on less 
than one hectare 01 land. There are also medium level cane growers gro­
wing cane on land between 1 and 4 hectares. Then there are big growers 
cUltivating cane on more than 4 hectares 01 land. Although they are relati­
vely rich they are small in number. The contribution 01 cane by the medium 
and big cane growers to a lactory is less than 50 per cent. They cannot by 
themselves utilise the lull capacity 01 the lactory. Without utilising the lull 
capacity , the lactory would not be linancially viable and the cooperative 
will not be able to give attractive prices lor cane. It is, therelore, in the in­
terest 01 medium and big growers that they must encourage the large num­
ber 01 sm all growers to join the cooperative and supply the cane. Thus 
contrary to conventional expectations here there is an alliance between 
the cane-growers 01 various sizes lor their own seil interest. Because 01 
the crucial role played by the small growers who are in large numbers and 
who enjoy equal rights in voting, they receive the same prices lor their ca­
ne and enjoy the same lacilities as others. 

Another important lactor contributing to the successlul working 01 sugar 
cooperatives is the nature olleadership involved j n these enterprises. The 
sugar cooperatives playa crucial role in the economic lile 01 the growers. 
As a result the growers take keen interest in their working. The position 01 
director, chairman and vice-chairman 01 sugar cooperatives is charac­
terised by power, prestige and patronage. There is, there lore, keen com­
petition to occupy these positions. Along with sugar cooperatives there are 
other structures 01 power in the areas such as Panchayati Raj (Iocal go­
vernment) institutions, other cooperative structures and political party or­
ganizations. These structures 01 power are interrelated and leaders occu­
py interlocking positions in them. This results in lurther sharpening the 
competition lor occupying these positions. Contrary to common beliefs 
about political competition, in the case 01 most 01 the sugar cooperatives 
there has been a beneficial impact.22 Since the leaders value these posi­
tions and have to compete with others through democratic process to re­
tain their positions, they have to show increasingly better results in the per­
lormance 01 their organisations. Thus, in many cases, competition among 
leaders has contributed to the better lunctioning of the cooperatives.23 By 
and large the government has played a constructive role in overseeing the 
working of these enterprises. Instead of resorting to too much 01 interferen­
ce it has allowed the democratic process to take its own course. The lea­
ders have been given full Ireedom of decision making in the enterprises 
under their controi. II there were any complaints or grievances against the 
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actions 01 the leaders these were resolved by going to the general body of 
members rather than issuing orders Irom above. 

. Th~ above discussion should not lead one to the conclusion that every­
thing IS fine and wonderful about the working 01 sugar cooperatives. In fact 
there is a large body 01 crities, who are not at all happy with the emergece 
01 sugar cooperatives and their leaders. While some 01 their criticisms are 
derived Irom bias and prejudices there are a lew criticisms which have so­
mevalidity. 

Some 01 the crities, particularly among intellectuals leaning towards the 
lelt, have condemned the sugar cooperatives as organisations dominated 
by 'Kulaks' and rich peasants.24 According to them these cooperatives 
exist almost entirely to further the interests 01 this class. Although i! is true 
that those occupying the positions olleadership in most 01 the factories 
are substantial cane growers, this does not mean that the sugar cooperati­
ves exist and function lor their interests only. As mentioned earlier there is 
no discrimination in the prices or other lacilities enjoyed by the ~perative 
members irrespective 01 their size as cane growers. A small cane grower 
receives the same price for his cane and enjoys the same lacilities as the 
large one. It is possible that because of his linancial position and other 
~nstraints h~ may not be able to compete effectively lor leadership posi­
tions. In lact It can be argued that the sugar cooperatives are needed more 
lor the small growers rather than lor the bigger ones. The medium and big 
cane growers managed to survive in the past belore the sugar cooperati­
ves wer~ set up, They had enough resources to stay in the gur manutactu­
fing bUSiness and had the necessary contacts and inlluence with traders 
and business men to saleguard their interests, Belore the emergence 01 
~operati~es the small growers could not even think 01 raising sugarcane 
wlth conlldence. The sugar cooperatives have made the small growers 
economically viable. 

The sugar cooperatives are olten eriticised lor their involvement in poli­
ties. !his criticism is also unjustified. II a cooperative is performing vital 
lunctlons lor its members, it is bound to attract the attention 01 a large 
number 01 members who will compete lor leadership positions. As argued 
~Isewhere (Baviskar 1980), competition among leaders within certain limits 
IS ~el~lul I?r the heal~hy lunctioning 01 cooperatives. A non-political coope­
ratlve In thlS sense will olten be a lile less cooperative. There are 01 course 
cases 01 excesses where polities becomes the primary preoccupation of 
leaders and business 01 sugar becomes secondary. This has happened in 
a number of cases where licenses lor setting up new sugar lactories were 
issued on politicaJ considerations without examining whether there was ade­
q.uate cane or a potential lor adequate cane in the area. Because of the pau­
City 01 the raw material, i.e. cane, such ventures are running at a loss. 
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There are also criticisms about corruption in cooperatives.25 Since su­
gar cooperatives are democratic organizations alTd their lunctioning is 
open to all, all actions 01 leaders, even small ones, and other events and 
developments are widely reported and discussed. This does not mean that 
there is greater corruption in cooperatives as compare to other organiza­
tions 01 similar size and magnitude. What is olten talked about as corrup­
tion is in many cases part 01 the privileges 01 occupying high positions in 
cooperatives. These privileges include the use 01 lactory vehi~les, guest 
house, travelling etc. This is not to deny that some leaders may be making 
money at the cost 01 their cooperatives. However, such matters are openly 
debated and very olten such leaders have been defeated in the sub­
sequent elections. 

There is no doubt that the emergence and growth 01 the cooperative 
sector in the Indian sugar economy is one 01 the most important develop­
ments du ring the last lour decades. It has opened up vast possibilities lor 
taking up agricultural processing activities on cooperative lines lor the be­
neli! 01 producers. What is more, the success 01 sugar cooperatives has 
ereated a class of peasantry which is conlident about its ability to ereate 
and manage complex enterprises. The cooperatives have also played a si­
gnilicant role in the strengthening 01 democratic institutions in the area. 

IV. Concluding Observations 

The steady expansion 01 sugar industry in India du ring the last four de­
cades suggests that the expansion will continue in luture too. Although In­
dia produces sugar mainly lor its own consumption needs, these needs 
themselves are quite substantial, Assuming a modest growth 01 6.9 per 
cent in consumption 01 sugar in the country, the VII Five Year plan has set 
the target 01 15.5 million tonnes lor the year 1994-95.26 This does not me­
an that India will not enter the international market. As and when the prices 
are lavourable the Indian government will try to export some quantity 01 
sugar by squeezing the domestic demand in order to earn the much nee­
ded loreign exchange. However, such actions will be few and lar between, 
The largest producer 01 sugar in the world will remain inward looking lor a 
long time to come. The expansion in the sugar industry will continue in the 
cooperative sector. Gradually and steadily the share 01 the cooperative 
sector will go on inereasing because 01 the inherent advantages which the 
cooperatives enjoy. The private sector mills are old and obsolete and have 
not cared to reinvest their prolits lor modernizing their plants. They survive 
largely because 01 the political lorces lavourable to them in the northern 
states. The cooperative sugar sector in India has proved its superiority in 
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teehnical, finaneial and sociaJ matters as compared to the factories in the 
private and publie sector. The private sector factories have exploited the 
cane growers and the publie sector factories are notorious for their ineffi­
eient and corrupt functioning. It is strange that other sugar produeing coun­
tries of the Third World have not paid adequate attention to India's experi­
ment of production in the cooperative sector and explored the possibility of 
organising cane growing peasants into cooperatives. 

Wherever sugar cooperatives come up and function successfUlly they 
will increasingly dominate the local political scene. The political parties and 
governments will have to take cognizance of the clout acquired by the lea­
ders of the sugar cooperatives. As in the oase of Maharashtra, the leaders 
of sugar cooperatives themselves will playadominant role in the affairs of 
politioal parties and local governments. Many other sugar produeing coun­
tries in the Third Worid should, therefore, have a elose look at India's ex­
periment in this field not only to provide better returns to the sugaroane 
growers but also to make them politioally confident and powerful. 

The Indian oase is noteworthy for another reason. It has been argued in 
the literature that cash cropping and commereialization of agriculture (such 
as growing sugaroane to produce sugar) inevitably lands to marginaliza­
tion of small farmers, subordination of the economy to the international oa­
pitalist forces, and the consequent underdevelopment of the economy as a 
whole. It is evident that the Indian oase contradicts the assumptions under­
Iying this argument. On the other hand, the Indian example shows that the 
commereialization of agriculture through growing sugaroane has contribu­
ted to the economie viability of small farmers, the cooperativization of the 
sugar industry has strengthened the economie and politioal position of oa­
ne growers vis-a-vis the private mill owners, and the Indian sugar econo­
my, although the largest in the worid, has remained immune to the impact 
of world oapitalist forces. 27 
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